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MAP

Map depicting the locations of boxcars, shanties, and residential homes
inhabited by Mexican track workers, 1916-1936 (see darkened rectangles).
The base map is derived from Atlas of Johnson County lowa (lowa City, 1917).
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City in 1916 to work for the Rock Island. Once in lowa City, he
rented an apartment just one block north of the freight depot.
Villafan worked for the Rock Island until 1918, when he returned
to Michoacén to retrieve several family members. On February
17,1919, he reentered the United States with his family at Laredo,
Texas. On the border crossing form Villafan indicated that he
was moving directly back to lowa City, probably to begin track
work in the early spring. Villafan stayed in lowa City through 1919,
but he disappeared from all state and federal records after that.22

Just one year after Villafan’s initial visit, in the spring of 1917,
the Rock Island brought at least nine Mexican section laborers to
lowa City to begin maintenance work in enganches, or extra gangs.
Usually such workers were solteros—young bachelors—who
signed a contract to work through the spring and summer in
exchange for an hourly wage and a return train ticket to Mexico.
Once their work contract expired, they rode the Rock Island
south to the border and then returned to their homes in Mexico,
where they usually stayed with family through the winter. In the
early spring they crossed the border into El Paso or Laredo to
visit a recruiter’s office if they wanted to continue track work.23

The majority of the traqueros who emigrated to lowa City
were from the Central Plateau region of Mexico.24 Most were from
three states: Guanajuato, Jalisco, and Michoacéan. This migration
pattern occurred for two reasons: first, those were the most
densely populated states in Mexico at that time, and second, the
major railways connecting Mexico to the United States ran through
the Central Plateau region.

22. U.S. Selective Service System, “World War | Selective Service System Draft
Registration Cards, 1917-1918,” National Archives and Records Administra-
tion, microfilm publication M1509 roll 1A53, Rafael Villafan; NARA, “Manifests
of Statistical,” Rafael Villafan.

23. There is also evidence that individuals would often move immediately from
one short-term contract to another farther down the line. Single Mexican men
frequently traversed the Rock Island’s line across lowa to work consecutively in
places such as Bettendorf, Davenport, West Liberty, lowa City, and Des Moines.

24. In fact, the majority of Mexican immigrants who moved to the Midwest in
the early twentieth century were from this geographic region. Valdés, Barrios
Nortefios, 25—26.

25. Laird, “Argentine,” 80.
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These early recruits who worked as extra gang laborers in
1917 were tasked with constructing new track and maintaining
the right-of-way on existing sections of road in lowa City. With the
Rock Island’s preference for new workers, they were probably all
“greenhorns,” or inexperienced railroaders. Their daily tasks in-
cluded replacing work ties and rails, repairing roadbeds, weed-
ing and trimming plant growth, repairing switches, and tighten-
ing bolts. They also oiled joints, fixed fences, cut and burned weeds,
and cleared drainage ditches.?6 In 1917 these temporary tragueros
worked alongside European immigrants and Euro-Americans
who were employed for the duration of the year.2” The Mexican
men lived together near the freight depot in a camp that was
probably composed of one or two bunk cars (boxcars fitted with
several sleeping bunks).28

Several incidents during 1917 reveal the resistance and hostil-
ity that Euro-Americans directed toward these newcomers. At the
start of the annual work season in March 1917 the lowa City Daily
Citizen published its first account of an encounter with Mexican
railroaders: “Two Mexicans, Francisco Aabana [sic] and Maximino
Rodriguez, were arrested at the stockyards of the Rock Island
railroad today by Chief of Police Miller, for fighting.” Those names
do not appear in federal, state, or local census records, so they were
probably single-season workers employed by the Rock Island.2®

About two weeks later, the Daily Citizen ran another article
about the young barrio. Late on a Saturday night in early April,
two Mexican section laborers—*“Jesris Rodsizues and Joseph
Bielma [sic]"—wvere robbed by two men on the Rock Island tracks

26. Garcilazo, Traqueros, 37, 170; E. W. Arnold, “How a Section Foreman Plans
His Work,” Rock Island Magazine, November 1924, 21; Marshall M. Kirkman,
Building and Repairing Railways: Supplement to the Science of Railways (New York,
1901), 324.

27. No city directory was compiled for lowa City in 1917, but the 1918 directory
notes that two Euro-American men—Charles Klomford and William G. Swatch-
sue—were section laborers for the Rock Island. Those men probably worked
year-round, and they may have also been employed in 1917. Smith’s Directory of
lowa City and Johnson County, lowa for 1918, vol. 6 (Dorchester, MA, 1918).

28. The 1918 city directory noted a section foreman living in a bunk car by the
railroad tracks. A similar bunk car likely housed the nine Mexican laborers who
came to work on the tracks in 1917. See Smith’s Directory for 1918.

29. lowa City Daily Citizen, 3/21/1917.
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near the South Dodge Street viaduct. The robbers brutally beat the
Mexican men and secured $65 in cash along with an Elgin gold
watch that belonged to “Rodsizues.” Jesus Rodriguez, one of
the men robbed during the scuffle, actually spent several years
working for the Rock Island in lowa. He was born in the mid-
1880s in Mexico and emigrated to the United States in 1913. He
may have worked intermittently for the Rock Island before arriv-
ing in lowa City in 1917.30

Three months later several Mexican tragueros were arrested
for gambling in the railroad yards. In July 1917 the Daily Citizen
reported that five men were engaged in a crap game and were sub-
sequently arrested; however, the reporter only listed the names
of four individuals: “Louis Hermandes, Salvador Vasquey, Ro-
mand Gollardo and Jose Villura [sic].” Of these men, only “Sal-
vador Vasquey” spent additional time in the United States. His
real name was Salvador Vazquez, and he grew up in the small
town of Santa Maria del Valle in Jalisco, Mexico. He entered the
United States through El Paso in 1914 at the age of 18. Like Rod-
riguez, he was probably directly recruited by the Rock Island.3t

Taken together, these early news stories reveal the high turn-
over among extra gang laborers. Of the nine known Mexican
men who worked for the Rock Island in lowa City in 1917, only
two stayed in the United States after their contracts expired. The
rest probably gave up section work and returned to Mexico be-
cause of the difficult and unfavorable work conditions. In addition,
and perhaps most obviously, the Daily Citizen both discriminated
against and exposed the discrimination affecting these individu-
als. The misspelling of names operated as a form of language Vi-
olence enacted against the Mexican newcomers. Euro-Americans
generally considered early Mexican barrios to be a “health hazard
and a nuisance,” and the Daily Citizen reiterated such opinions.32

30. lowa City Daily Citizen, 4/2/1917; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Cen-
sus of the United States: 1930, Des Moines, Polk, lowa, Family History Library
(hereafter cited as FHL) microfilm publication 2340410 roll 675, 11B.

31. lowa City Daily Citizen, 7/2/1917; Salvador Vazquez, Sr. “U.S., Find a Grave
Index, 1600s—Current.” Find a Grave, findagrave.com; NARA, “Manifests of Sta-
tistical and Some Nonstatistical Alien Arrivals at El Paso, Texas, 1905-1927,”
Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1787-2004, Record Group
85, microfilm roll 124, Salvador Vazquez.

32. Garcilazo, Traqueros, 129.
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Reporting on fights, gambling, robberies, and arrests, it portrayed
the barrio as a place pervaded by violence and danger.33

In many ways 1917 was a watershed year for the Chicago,
Rock Island and Pacific Railroad Company. The change was re-
flected in the sudden recruitment of the nine Mexican laborers in
lowa City. Several factors caused this increase of traqueros in 1917.
First, after the United States entered World War | in 1917, the na-
tion’s railroad tracks quickly became stressed with extra wartime
shipments. More trains carrying larger loads required more track
upkeep. Unable to locate enough local men to fill track work
positions, the Rock Island turned to Mexican labor. Second, the
federal government took command of the railways in 1917 and
quickly established wage rates, which increased section laborers’
pay. The better pay made track work more attractive and subse-
gquently expanded the railroad workforce. Finally, the 1917 Im-
migration Act curtailed European immigration, thus reducing
the number of workers available for hire on the railroads. Mexi-
cans, however, were still allowed to migrate to the United States,
so railroads such as the Rock Island filled new positions with
Mexicans instead of Europeans.34 These three changes ensured
that traqueros would be a constant presence in lowa City for the
next five decades.

ANTICIPATING the future contributions of Mexican laborers
to the lowa City lines, the Rock Island ordered the construction
of three single-room homes, or wooden “shanties,” in 1919. For
nearly two decades those shanties housed only Mexican section
laborers.35 They stood within the city block bordered by Webster
and South Dodge streets on the west and east and the railroad
tracks and Page Street on the north and south (see map). The
buildings—716, 718, and 720 Page Street—were owned and man-
aged by the Rock Island, and they were constructed on railroad
property less than a block from the freight depot and main tracks

33. For an account of commonplace gambling and fighting in many barrios, see
ibid., 80-81.

34. lbid., 54, 168; Laird, “Argentine,” 136.

35. There is one exception: in 1928, a Euro-American section laborer named Wil-
liam Walker temporarily lived in one of the shanties. See Smith’s Directory of
lowa City and Johnson County, lowa for 1928, vol. 11 (Dorchester, MA, 1928).
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where the traqueros worked. Indeed, “Rule 80" for the Mainte-
nance and Construction Department specifically stated, “Section
men will be expected to board at section houses, where they are
provided for that purpose. Where section houses are not pro-
vided, or where . . . the men are excused from boarding at same,
the section foreman must . . . have no difficulty in reaching them
if . .. they are wanted . . . outside of regular working hours.”’36
Therefore, according to company policy, section laborers were re-
quired to live within or near housing provided by the Rock Island.
In short, company policy dictated the location and early form of
this barrio.

Corporate policies also governed the appearance and use of
the shanties. In an attempt to keep costs low, the Rock Island
likely instructed Mexican laborers in lowa City to construct these
buildings from railroad scrap material such as discarded sheet
metal, tin, and boards.37 Described by lowa City historian Irving
Weber as “small garage-like structures,” the buildings were ap-
proximately 14’ x 20’; they lacked electricity and running water;
and they contained a kerosene lamp for light and a small stove
for heat. A woman who grew up less than a block away from the
barrio recalled that vertical-running slat wood boards composed
the external walls. Many people in lowa City found the shanties
aesthetically unappealing; in fact, several federal census recorders
refused to assign home numbers to the buildings, instead noting
the addresses as “CRI and P R.R. and Page Street.” The shanties
were probably located several blocks east of the passenger train
depot to prevent travelers from viewing them.38

36. “Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railway Company [CRIPRC] Rules and
Regulations: Maintenance and Construction Department,” 33, folder “Rock Is-
land Rules and Regulations for the Maintenance of Way Structures 3 (1901, 1940,
1951),” box 2, BRDCR.

37. Garcilazo, Traqueros, 76. The Santa Fe, in particular, encouraged workers to
construct dwellings from scrap material. Because the Rock Island closely imi-
tated the Santa Fe’s housing policies, it is likely the lowa City shanties were built
from railroad scrap. See L. C. Lawton, “Mexican Laborers’ Houses on the Santa
Fe,” Railway Age Gazette, August 1911, 344.

38. Irving Weber, “Mexican Community Began Here over 50 Years Ago,” lowa
City Press-Citizen, 4/30/1983; Vincent Cano, interview with author, 4/4/2016;
Mary Buchanan, interview with author, 6/26/2016; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930, lowa City, Johnson, lowa, FHL mi-
crofilm publication 2340396 roll 661, 30B.
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These buildings soon formed the nucleus of the barrio. In 1919
a man named “Antonio Dioh [sic]” lived in the 716 Page Street
shanty; Trinidad Alvarado lived at 718 Page Street; and Rafael Vil-
lafan lived at 720 Page Street. Of these single men, we have already
met Villafan, “Dioh” cannot be located in state or federal records,
and Alvarado worked temporarily for the Rock Island in lowa un-
til 1921.3° As the physical center of the barrio, the shanties repre-
sented a permanent form of housing for the Mexican workers.
They could not be destroyed easily, and their structural resilience
implied that Mexican section laborers would become a permanent
fixture of the railroad community. Indeed, when the Daily Citizen
reported in 1919 that a boxcar home of Mexican track workers lo-
cated less than a block away had caught fire, the headline accom-
panying the article proclaimed: “FIRE IN MEXICAN QUARTER
SATURDAY.”40 Labeling the neighborhood along the tracks a “Mex-
ican Quarter” suggests that by 1919 this area of lowa City was al-
ready well known and publicly recognized as the Mexican barrio.

With the recognition of the barrio as a uniquely Mexican
space came a series of disturbing encounters between tragueros
and the gatekeepers of lowa City’s public identity. One event in
1920 displays the tensions that permeated and often defined the
relationships among the press, police, Euro-American residents,
and the Mexican men in the barrio. Quoted in its entirety, this
December 1920 news article reads:

A Mexican, working on the Rock Island Railway company’s sec-
tions, near the Wright street station, and bunking in a boxcar down
that way, may have been robbed of a couple of hundred dollars, the
other night, while under the influence of liquor.

He visited a certain amusement place, it is said, and was ‘touched’
while incapacitated to say ‘no’ in Mexican, or to translate his objec-
tions into ‘Inglis’ [sic].

The swarthy son of the Montezumas, it is reported, then went
back to his boxcar palace, and induced a gang of his brother-country-
men to accompany him up town, anticipating a ‘roughhouse’ attack

39. Smith’s Directory of lowa City and Johnson County, lowa for 1919-20, vol. 7 (Dor-
chester, MA, 1919), 323. In 1921 the Des Moines city directory listed Alvarado
as a laborer for the Rock Island. See Polk’s Des Moines City and Valley Junction
Directory, 1921 (Des Moines, 1921).

40. lowa City Daily Citizen, 1/13/1919.
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on the store, in order to wreak havoc, vengeance, or something else,
and to recover the money.

Officers, it is said, intervened, and saved the trouble, recovering
the cash, perhaps, for the complaining Josef Pedro Sancho Panzo
Rodriguez [sic].

At the police station, however, the officers deny knowledge of
this thrilling tale, evidence concerning which is not at hand, in the
shape of the Mexican affidavit.

It is believed, that if anything happened in the way of a hold up,
the recovery of the money by the dark-skinned foreigner, and pos-
sibly a bit of golden ointment for his bleeding heart, washed away
the stain of his indignation, and paved the way to forgiveness and
‘quashing’ the case.4!

Again, the Daily Citizen enacted language violence by as-
suming that the man spoke “Mexican” and by pointing out his
struggle to speak “Inglis.” This reveals both the English-speaking
reporter’s ignorance of Spanish and the racial and linguistic hege-
monic position held over Mexican immigrants. Furthermore, the
use of “Sancho Panza”—the famed protagonist of Miguel de
Cervantes’s Don Quixote—in the individual’s name cruelly mocks
the track worker, associating him with the Spanish name most
recognizable to Euro-Americans, a moniker that connotes blind
obedience and peasant illiteracy. Indeed, the article teems with
derisive language: “complaining Josef” is the “swarthy son of the
Montezumas” who lives in a “boxcar palace.” He is racialized as
a “dark-skinned foreigner” whose identity as an immigrant is
wedded to his appearance.42

The article also comments on the geographic and social posi-
tioning of neighborhoods in lowa City at that time. The “up town”
area of lowa City where this man reportedly was drinking was
associated with amusement and fun. In comparison, the man’s
“boxcar palace” was geographically and imaginatively positioned
opposite the “up town” part of lowa City. In addition, the article
portrays the Mexican men living in the barrio as violent mobsters

41. lowa City Daily Citizen, 12/9/1920. See also “Rodriguez Sancho Panza Pedro
Pesetas ... ,” lowa City Daily Citizen, 7/20/1920.

42. For a detailed discussion of how Mexicans were racialized in lowa during
the first decades of the twentieth century, see Omar Valerio-Jliménez, “Racializ-
ing Mexican Immigrants in lowa’s Early Mexican Communities,” Annals of lowa
75 (2016), 1-46.
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and pits them against the civilized and innocent uptown lowa
Citians. As a group, the Mexican laborers are criminalized and
portrayed as dangerous outsiders who came to “wreak havoc,
vengeance, or something else”” on the good people of lowa City.

This view starkly differs from the Rock Island’s view of Mex-
ican immigrants as docile and obedient. These divergent per-
spectives reflect the conflicting interests of the Rock Island and
the Daily Citizen. While the railroad viewed these Mexican labor-
ers as a useful and practical labor source, the local newspaper
and Euro-American residents viewed them as a threat to white
hegemony. As a medium that crafts an “imagined community”
and acts as a gatekeeper of local identity, the Daily Citizen did not
see these Mexican traqueros as contributors to lowa City.43

THE RAILROAD WORKFORCE in lowa City underwent a
major transformation during the 1920s, when the Rock Island
introduced several Mexican families to the barrio. Their indi-
vidual stories about dislocation and settlement reveal how Rock
Island policies and recruitment practices shaped the develop-
ment of this neighborhood.

The Gutiérrezes hold the distinction of being the first Mexi-
can family to settle in lowa City. They arrived in 1921 and moved
into the shanty at 720 Page Street, where they would live for a
decade-and-a-half with their five children. “John” and Aurelia
Gutiérrez both migrated from the state of Guanajuato in 1917.
John worked for a railroad company (probably the Rock Island)
in Laredo before coming to the Midwest. In 1918 the Gutiérrezes
moved to Des Moines to be near Aurelia’s brothers. John briefly
worked for the Rock Island in Des Moines and then transferred
to Silvis, Illinois, where he worked for three years before moving
to lowa City.44

In 1925 Lawrence and Thelma Alcald moved to lowa City with
their two children and Lawrence’s brother Charlie. They lived in
the shanty at 716 Page Street, where they raised five children.

43. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread
of Nationalism (London, 1991).

44. Weber, “Mexican Community”; NARA, “World War | Selective Service
Draft Registration Cards, 1917-1918,” microfilm publication M1509 roll 1A52,
John Gomez Gutiérrez.
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Born in Mexico City in 1890, Lawrence was among the first 150
Mexican men recruited by the Bettendorf Car Company to work
in the company’s foundry in Bettendorf, lowa, in 1918. Thelma
was born in New Boston, Illinois—a small town located on the
Mississippi River—and she was Euro-American. In the mid-
1920s, the Rock Island recruited Lawrence to work on a section
gang in lowa City.45

Another family joined the barrio three years later. Originally
from Rancho Botija, Guanajuato, Magdaleno (Leno) and Maria
Cano arrived in lowa City with their young family in 1928. The
Canos entered the United States through Laredo in 1927 and trav-
eled north to Crookston, Minnesota, where Leno worked in the
sugar beet fields. When the beet season concluded, Leno, Maria,
and their three young daughters sought work in Chicago. While
awaiting a train in West Liberty, Leno befriended Selso and Gua-
dalupe Ponce—the first Mexicans to settle in that town. Selso,
who worked as a section laborer for the Rock Island, encouraged
Leno to pursue that work. With Selso’s help, Leno secured em-
ployment three months later on the Rock Island line in Keokuk.
In March 1928 a family friend located a job in lowa City, so the
Canos relocated, settling into an open boxcar along the railroad
tracks near the South Dodge Street viaduct. Within a year, the
Great Depression struck and the traqueros in the barrio struggled
to make ends meet. In a tangible show of support, several Mexican
railroaders gave up a day of work every week to save Leno’s job
and enable his family to survive the Depression. That solution to
both the failed economy and the Rock Island’s inability to generate
new jobs reveals the collective autonomy of these immigrants.46

45. lowa, State Census Collection, 1836-1925, Ancestry.com, Lawrence Alcalg;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940, lowa
City, Johnson, lowa, NARA microfilm publication T627 roll 1171, 10A;
Lawrence Alcala, “U.S., Find a Grave Index, 1600s-Current,” findagrave.com;
NARA, “World War | Selective Service Draft Registration Cards, 1917-1918,”
microfilm publication M1509 roll IA52, Lawrence Alcala; Certificate of Marriage,
Lawrence Alcala to Thelma Robes, 5/4/1928, Johnson County, lowa, State His-
torical Society of lowa, Des Moines.

46. NARA, “Nonstatistical Manifests and Statistical Index Cards of Aliens Ar-
riving at Laredo, Texas, May 1903-November 1929,” Records of the Immigration
and Naturalization Service, 1787-2004, Record Group 85, microfilm roll no. 009,
Magdaleno Cano; Otjen, “Latino Immigrant Gardeners,” 32-34; Weber, “Mexican
Community”; Cano interview. Laird, “Argentine,” 130, describes similar actions
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The final newcomers, the Ramirez and Sanchez families,
moved to lowa City in either 1929 or 1930.47 Louis and Isabel
Ramirez, along with their four children, moved into the vacant
shanty at 718 Page Street. Louis was born in the late 1880s in Mex-
ico and emigrated to the United States with his wife and first-
born daughters in 1918.48 José and “Angeleta” Sanchez initially
moved into a boxcar in lowa City, but within a few months they
settled into a rented home two blocks north of the freight depot.
José was born in Mexico in 1895 and emigrated to the United States
in 1910. Eight years later he lived in Des Moines and worked for
the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific Railroad Company as a sec-
tion laborer. By 1930, José lived and worked in lowa City.4

At some point in 1931 or 1932, the Rock Island disrupted these
settled families, removing all of the boxcars because it deemed it
unsafe for families with young children to live beside oncoming
trains.0 The Canos abandoned their boxcar home and moved
into a temporary structure at 9 Page Street. Charles Alcald, Law-
rence’s son, moved into a second temporary building at 15 Page
Street—beside the Canos. Charles and the Cano family lived in
those structures for approximately one year. In 1933 the Rami-
rezes moved out of the shanty at 718 Page Street and the Canos
moved in behind them.5! Charles either relocated to another

taken during the 1921 recession when Mexican section workers in Argentine,
Kansas, divided the available work among one another to weather the economic
downturn.

47. Both families are recorded in federal census records and in the city directory
for 1930; however, they may have moved to lowa City a year earlier. (lowa City
did not publish a city directory for 1929.)

48. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930, lowa
City, Johnson, lowa, FHL microfilm publication 2340396 roll 661, 30B.

49. Ibid., 2A; Smith’s Directory of lowa City and Johnson County, lowa for 1930, vol.
12 (Dorchester, MA, 1930); NARA, “World War | Selective Service Draft Regis-
tration Cards, 1917-1918,” microfilm publication M1509 roll IA52, Joseph Sanchez;
“Draft Registration Cards for Fourth Registration for lowa, 04/27/1942-
04/27/1942,” NAI no. 598910, Record Group 147, Joe H. Sanchez, National
Archives at St. Louis.

50. Weber, “Mexican Community.” See also Polk’s lowa City (lowa) Directory,
1932, Including Johnson County (Des Moines, 1932).

51. Polk’s lowa City (lowa) Directory, 1932; Cano interview; Polk’s lowa City (lowa)
Directory, 1934, Including Johnson County (Des Moines, 1934).
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home or left lowa City entirely. These five “core” families de-
fined the barrio during the 1920s and ‘30s, fundamentally alter-
ing the composition and dynamics of the neighborhood.

The steady arrival of Mexican families throughout the 1920s
signaled a shift in the Rock Island’s recruitment practices. During
the 1910s, ‘20s, and ‘30s, railroad companies actively encouraged
traqueros to bring their families with them to live rent-free on com-
pany property. Companies recruited Mexican families to reduce
the regular turnover among solteros that cost roads significant
money and time. They aimed to “create a stable and permanent
work force,” and families promoted stability and continuity.
Many Mexican workers viewed the new recruitment policy as a
boon: “Traqueros considered jobs that required year-round service
in the yards to be choice jobs because they could find housing in
the nearby barrio and return home on a daily basis.”52

The new policy had a far-reaching effect on the workforce in
lowa City. As Mexican families moved into the barrio, they re-
placed the solteros and the Euro-American workers, reducing the
annual number of extra gangs required to maintain the tracks. By
1932, Juan Gutiérrez, Lawrence Alcala, Leno Cano, Louis Ramirez,
and José Sanchez—the husbands from each of the five families—
composed the entirety of full-time section laborers employed by
the Rock Island in lowa City. As these individuals replaced much
of the Rock Island’s transient workforce, they also helped establish
a core identity for the barrio. Without annual turnover, the barrio
could finally sustain itself as a viable neighborhood.

The recruitment of families had an additional effect on the
process of barrioization in rural midwestern communities that
scholars often overlook. In short, the Rock Island’s housing and
recruitment practices promoted docility among the workforce.
As historian Omar Valerio-Jiménez argues, Mexican traqueros
had to maintain good relationships with their employers when
they lived on company property.s3 If workers did not cultivate
positive relationships with their superiors, they risked losing their
“free” housing. Marie F. Walsh, the author of a 1925 article in the
Rock Island Magazine that describes the company’s attempts to

52. Garcilazo, Traqueros, 116, 75.
53. Valerio-Jiménez, “Racializing Mexican Immigrants,” 24.
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Note: Data collected from lowa City directories. The data for 1928 is an anomaly.
City directory recorders counted 16 section laborers in 1928; the average was 6. The
count may have occurred in the early spring when extra gangs were employed on
the tracks.

transform the Mexican colony in Silvis into a “livable place,” cap-
tures this passive form of control. “The Mexicans at this point in
return for the co-operation of the railroad, are expressing their
gratitude [for ‘free’ housing] by a strict obedience to the law.”
This constant, oppressive control of the Mexican workforce pro-
moted a culture of servitude in the lowa City barrio, a state of
domestic subjugation intended to bring Mexican laborers under
the railroad’s command. In fact, in places such as Silvis, the Rock
Island performed periodic inspections of the shanties to ensure
that Mexican workers did not vandalize their homes.5* Such in-
spections may have also been performed in lowa City through-
out the 1920s. The constant regulation of housing stripped away
illusions of privacy and corporatized the household, thereby
forcing Mexican laborers and their families to adopt a culture of
servitude. Securing housing and raising families were activities
negotiated between Mexican residents and railroad companies.

54. Walsh, “Adjusting to the American Way,” 5-6.
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